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Melanie rubbed the worn metal between her fingers as she watched the dreary landscape fly by.

"Remember 'forever,'" he had said when he slipped the ring into her hand and kissed her good-bye. As if she could forget.

"I'll be back before you know it," he had assured her. "Two years away, and we'll be set. I'll get a great job, and we'll buy a house. Everything will be perfect, Mel. I promise."

Then he slipped a thin silver band into her hand. "I promise, Mel. Remember 'forever.'"

It had been their word, attached to everything that had meaning. "I love you forever." "We'll be together forever." "We'll be happy forever." Then he had gone away to war, and she was trapped in a depression that seemed to last forever. After six months, her parents had convinced her to go away to school, to try to bring her back into the realm of the living. And she had eventually moved past "forever" into the present, filled with classes and parties and falling in love. She was engaged by the time Bryan had come home from the army.

It had been fifteen years, two husbands and a lifetime since she had last seen Bryan. Now she was racing back toward him, and she couldn't help but wonder if he remembered their promise. It had hovered in the back of her mind since Bryan had last held her. She had been young and naive then, and he had been her knight in shining armor. After heartache and failure, she wondered if he might be again.

Tires squealed to a stop, and Melanie was startled to find that she had fallen asleep. The world outside her window had grown dark, but the lit-up sign near the station indicated she had arrived at her destination. Stretching, she grabbed her purse and duffle bag and dragged herself out of the bus and onto the pavement. Her mother was supposed to meet her and take her home.

Home.

It was strange to think of the Cape Cod-style house that she had grown up in as home. Her latest "home" was a studio apartment in the Bronx, which she had shared with her second husband until he had decided to leave her eight months ago. But now she would spend the foreseeable future in her childhood bedroom, eating her mother's comfort food and catching up with the only man who had ever really loved her.

Barbara's Honda Accord was waiting by the entrance to the bus station. Melanie climbed in, and they drove off in silence. After a few minutes, Barbara broke the silence.

"So, how have you been?" Barbara's eyes never left the road.

Melanie shrugged. "Okay, I guess. As well as can be expected."

Barbara glanced at Melanie then turned back to the road. "How long are you staying?"

"I have no idea."

"Well, you're welcome to stay as long as you want. You always have been."

"Don't start, Mom."

"I'm just saying. We wish we saw you more often."

"You were welcome to visit me more often, too."

"I know. But you know your father and I were never comfortable in the City."

"And I wasn't comfortable here."

Barbara shrugged. "This has always been your home."

"I know." Melanie sighed. "I'm sorry."

Barbara sneaked another glance at Melanie. "We've missed having you around, Melanie."

"I know. I didn't mean to not come back. It just—happened."

"He moved on, too. It took a little longer, but he did. You could have come back."

"I didn't want to come back a failure. I wanted to show how great I was doing. And now look at me, worse than ever." Melanie rested her chin on one hand as she gazed at the shadows of trees blurring by. Tears clung to her eyelashes.

Barbara patted Melanie's knee. "You're not a failure, Melly. You just had a rough time of things. You'll see; life will turn around now."

The rest of the trip passed by in silence, and the shadows turned to complete darkness as Melanie's eyes drifted shut.

Winnie the Pooh was the first thing Melanie saw as she opened her eyes the following morning. He sat on a rocking chair in the corner of the room, looking at her with a sympathetic smile. She had refused to let him go as a child, even when she was sick with chicken pox and the flu. So into the washer he went, to clear away the germs, and his little red shirt was faded as evidence. Melanie's mouth turned up at the corners as the memories came rushing back. Much as she had dreaded coming home, there was something very comforting about being wrapped up in the hand-knit blanket on her bed and gazing at the stuffed animals that had been smothered in love years ago.

Melanie closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She could smell the laundry detergent her mother used on the sheets, and from down the stairs she could smell pancakes and bacon cooking. The scent made her stomach gurgle, and she pulled back the blankets. It had been a long time since someone had cooked her breakfast, and she wasn't about to pass it up. Especially when she couldn't remember the last time she had eaten. If her appetite was coming back, that was definitely a good sign.

Melanie sat up and stretched. The sun was shining, and she felt a pang in her stomach that was more than hunger.

When's the last time I was nervous? she couldn't help but think. When's the last time I really felt anything?

Melanie's last divorce had left her feeling hollow, floating in and out of each day. Each work day was completed on auto-pilot. Each meal, when she remembered to eat, consisted of take-out or what little was hiding in her apartment. The dates blurred, and Melanie knew she had to break the cycle or be forever trapped in the melancholy monotony. So she had cashed in her vacation time, boarded the next bus headed west and called her mother from the road.

Barbara was humming softly as she flipped pancakes on the griddle. The bacon was sizzling on the stove, and Barbara turned from the stove to the griddle and back effortlessly. Melanie sat down at the kitchen table and watched. She had never felt as comfortable in a kitchen as her mother had. It was soothing watching Barbara turn back and forth, humming a faintly familiar song.

As she turned back to the stove, Barbara saw Melanie out of the corner of her eye. "Oh!" she squealed. "You scared me!" She placed one hand on her chest, and Melanie couldn't help but smile.

"Sorry," Melanie said. "I smelled the pancakes from upstairs."

Barbara turned to the griddle again and lifted the edge of one cake. "Well they're just about ready. Grab your plate, and I'll load it up."

Melanie did as instructed and proceeded to dig in, suddenly ravenous. It had been years since she had eaten her mother's pancakes, and she couldn't remember them ever having tasted as good.

"I missed your cooking," she said between bites.

Barbara smiled wistfully. "Well at least you missed something about home."

Melanie paused, fork poised midway to her mouth. "I missed lots of things, Mom. I just couldn't come back."

"I know." Barbara filled another plate and sat down across from Melanie. "It's not easy for a mother to see her only daughter miserable and feel like she can't do anything about it. I felt helpless."

"So did I."

"Oh, Melly." Barbara cut her pancakes into pieces. "I wish you could see how much you have going for you. Ever since you left, it's as if you thought you only deserved second best."

"Because I do, Mom. I'm a horrible person. I turned my back on the only man who ever loved me. I got what I deserved."

"You're not a horrible person, Melanie. You're just lost and confused."

"Who's confused?" Melanie's father Michael entered the kitchen through the side door and threw the newspaper on the counter.

"No one, dear." Barbara stood up to fill another plate. "I wondered what happened to you. Everything's getting cold."

"That's okay. I'm sure it'll still be delicious."

Melanie and Barbara shared a knowing look. Michael would eat cardboard if Barbara made it for him.

Melanie put her fork down and leaned back in her chair, resting one hand on her belly. She was stuffed, but it was a good feeling, and she put her feet up on the extra chair across from her father. The sun was shining through the windows and the open door, and Melanie felt the stirring of life below the surface.  She couldn't help but wonder what this time in Lakeville would bring. 

After helping her mother wash the dishes, Melanie went back upstairs to take a shower and get ready for the day. The clothes she had thrown into her duffle bag were wrinkled, but she pushed away memories of her frantic escape from the city. Thinking of New York would only make her more depressed.

Melanie wondered how she would fill the next three weeks. At least in New York she had work to keep her occupied some of the time. In Lakeville she had nothing. Pulling on her least-wrinkled pair of jeans and a worn t-shirt, Melanie grabbed the rest of the 

clothes and brought them to the laundry room to throw into the dryer. Then she sought out her mother.

Melanie was sure the next few days at least would be filled with boredom. Her mother had meetings in town that she couldn't get out of, and her father was working. It was a regular week for them, and Melanie didn't expect them to uproot their lives just because she had decided to come by for a visit.

By the time the following afternoon rolled around Melanie was bored and depressed. Her mother had given her projects to try to stay busy, but there was only so much laundry and dusting that she could do. And once they were done, she was back to square one. Melanie took a deep breath and collapsed on the sofa, TV remote in her hand. She had escaped New York with the hope that she could break the pattern, but so far nothing had changed but the scenery. 
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"Melanie?"

Her mother's voice floated up the stairs to where Melanie was getting dressed in her bedroom. Another day of excitement loomed over her.

"Yeah?" she called back.

"Can you come down here for a minute? I need to show you something."

"Sure, Mom."

Melanie threw on a t-shirt and quickly ran a brush through her wavy, auburn hair. As she headed down to the first floor and into the kitchen, a familiar form came into view, showcased in a pair of simple khaki shorts and a deep green polo shirt. Her steps slowed. Bryan stood just inside the side door, leaning against the kitchen counter as he had fifteen years ago. It was as if he had never left. His sandy hair was longer now, no longer buzzed for the army, and he seemed stronger. Maybe it was his now-chiseled form, or maybe he had just steeled himself in preparation for this visit.

Somehow Melanie wasn't surprised to see him, especially when both of her parents seemed to suddenly be missing.

"Hi, Mel," he said softly.

"Hi." She felt self-conscious, remembering her hastily-clad clothes and disheveled hair. She didn't know what to say. "What are you doing here?"

"Your parents mentioned you would be home for a few days. I thought I would stop by and see how you've been. I didn't know when I'd get another chance to see you." He paused. "It's been a long time."

"I know." Melanie looked down, playing with the corner of the kitchen counter. After a moment she looked up again. "Can I get you anything? Coffee? Juice?"

"No, I'm fine. I just—" He paused again. "It's great seeing you, Mel."

"It's great seeing you again, too." She felt like a gawky teenager, unsure of herself, butterflies in her stomach. She could feel the color creeping into her cheeks and knew she would be beet red in a moment. "Did you want to sit down?"

"Sure."

They sat across from each other at the kitchen table, silent for several moments as each attempted to gather thoughts.

"So how have you been?" Melanie asked, anxious to break the silence.

"Not too bad. Keeping busy. I started my own construction company a while back. It's going pretty well."

"That's good." She paused again, unsure how to continue. "Any—" She cleared her throat. "Any women in your life?"

She sneaked a look at him from beneath her bowed head. He met her gaze firmly.

"Not in a long time. I'd say no one serious in about fifteen years."

Melanie swallowed. How could she respond to that? "I'm so sorry," she settled with, her voice barely a whisper. "You have no idea how sorry I am."

Bryan began to reach for her, then pulled back and settled back in his chair with a sigh. "I'm sorry, too."

Melanie looked up. "But you have nothing to be sorry about. I'm the one who went and screwed everything up."

"It was a long time ago, Mel, and I've had a lot of time to think about it. We were both young. I disappeared for two years, and you didn't now how to deal with it. I wish things had worked out differently, but they didn't."

"I'm so sorry I hurt you, Bryan."

Bryan shrugged and looked down at the table. "I'm not going to say I wasn't hurt, Mel. That would be a lie. You were what kept me going those two years I was away. I kept your picture in my helmet, and every night I would pull it out and dream of our future. When I came back to find you gone, I didn't know what to do."

Melanie's heart flew into her throat. She was on the verge of tears, grieving for everything that could have been. Part of her wished she hadn't left New York, that she wasn't sitting in her parents' kitchen listening to the only man she had ever loved pour his heart out. But she needed to hear it, and he needed to say it.

"Look, I didn't want to get into this now. I just wanted to see you, to see how you were doing."

"As you've probably figured out, not so good."

They sat in silence for a few minutes, the sound of birds chirping filling the void. After a moment Bryan sighed.

"I'll never truly understand what happened, Mel. I don't know why you went away or why you didn't come back, but I never stopped thinking about you."

"I never stopped thinking about you either, Bryan." Her voice was hoarse with the emotion she held in. "I was just didn't know what to do. You were my world, and suddenly you weren't there."

"But I was coming back."

"And I didn't know how to survive until you got back."

They sat for another moment in silence, each lost in thought as they absorbed what they had heard.

"My parents encouraged me to go away," Melanie finally confessed, her eyes gazing back at the past. "After six months of seeing me mope around the house, miserable and depressed, they encouraged me to go to college, meet people, live on my own. I went, thinking a change of scenery might help me make it through the next year and a half. I thought if I didn't have a reminder of you every time I went anywhere or did anything, maybe it would help."

"Did it?"

Melanie shrugged. "A little, I guess." She paused again, unsure how much to say. "Meeting Bill helped more, at least at first." Melanie looked up to gauge Bryan's reaction to the mention of her first husband. His gaze was blank, so she swallowed and continued. "He encouraged me to let go of the past, to become my own person. Little did I know he didn't want me to be my own person; he wanted me to be the person he made me become. I just didn't realize it until after we were married and I was constantly struggling to be who he wanted me to be. Life with him was no picnic."

"You should have married me, Mel."

"I know that now. But I was young and alone, and I didn't want to be alone anymore. I just wish I had known that being married to Bill would make me feel even lonelier than before."

"What about husband number two?"

Melanie met his gaze, surprised that he wanted to hear about her ex-husbands. After taking a deep breath, she continued. "Jack and I were doomed from the start. We were both trying to fill the holes in our lives, but there was never a real spark. After a couple of years he met someone and left me. That was eight months ago. I can't say I really blame him. I'm happy that he found someone he can love, and I guess I knew from the beginning that it wouldn't be me. I think deep down we both knew our marriage was a temporary fix."

"I'm sorry, Mel. I hate knowing that you've been in so much pain."

Melanie shrugged. "I got what I deserved, Bryan. After what I did to you, I don't deserve happiness. I'm not a good person."

"That's ridiculous, and you know it."

"Is it? Isn't that what the whole concept of karma is about? Getting in return what you dish out?"

"You've just been—misguided."

"My mother says I was confused."

"I'm sure that's part of it, too."

"All I know for sure is that I'm tired of living like this, that it's eating me up inside. I need a change."

"Is that why you came back after all this time?"

"I hadn't planned on coming back. I just didn't have anywhere else to go."

"Are you going to be in town long?"

She shrugged again. "I have no idea. I have three weeks vacation time from work, but I don't know how long I'll be here. Maybe what I need is a real vacation, sitting on the beach sipping piña coladas, getting sunburned during the day, dancing all night."

"If that would make you happy, then go for it."

"I don't know what would make me happy at this point."

"There has to be something."

"The only thing I can think of would be going back in time and changing the last fifteen years of my life."

"I wish we could do that, too."

"Do—" Melanie broke off, took a deep breath for courage. "Do you think there's any way that you and I could start over?"

Bryan paused, sighed, and looked down at his hands on the kitchen table. "I don't think it's that easy."

"Probably not." Melanie took another deep breath and closed her eyes. "I don't deserve you, Bryan."

Bryan shuffled his chair until it was beside Melanie's. Her eyes opened, and he held her gaze, a flurry of emotions crossing his face. He closed his eyes, then opened them, reaching out a hand to touch her cheek. After a moment he leaned in and touched his lips ever so slightly to hers. 

Melanie burst into tears, first pulling away, then clinging to him, holding him to her. After what seemed like hours, the tears slowed, and Melanie sniffled. "I'm sorry."

"Stop apologizing."

"How can I stop when I've screwed up so badly?" She blinked back more tears as she held onto Bryan's t-shirt, afraid to let go. "Every night I would imagine you were holding me close. It was the only way I could get to sleep. This is the only place I've ever belonged."

Bryan held Melanie, resting his chin on her head. She could feel him sigh, and his breath blew through her hair, bringing tears to her eyes. It was hard to believe she was here, 

cradled in his arms like she used to be when they were teenagers. It was as if she had never 

left.

"Maybe it's not too late, Melanie."

Melanie shook her head. "It is. I'm not the same person I was, Bryan. You might not even like me anymore. And after everything that's happened, I wouldn't blame you. I don't even like myself."

Bryan kissed the hand that still lay in his. "We'll work on that." He pushed his chair back and stood up. "I'm coming by later and taking you to dinner. Okay?"

Melanie could only nod.

"Okay," he repeated. "I'll be by around 7."

With that, he was gone, and she was left wondering if she had imagined the whole thing.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3


[image: ]




Bobby Reynolds took a deep breath and reached for a bag of gravel. It wasn't often he got involved with the physical end of the business, but he didn't mind. He actually enjoyed the physical labor; it helped keep his mind busy. And he knew he could use the exercise. Tossing the bag of gravel on the bed of the pickup truck beside him, he turned to grab another.

Pausing a moment, Bobby wiped his brow with his sleeve and looked out over the landscape center grounds. He was glad to see business picking up. Each spring he found that more and more people would visit his landscape center to stock up on supplies. It filled him with pride, especially knowing the condition of the center when he had bought it five years ago. It had taken Bobby a while to revive the place, but it had definitely been worth it. He had gone from being lost, bored and without a purpose, to being a business owner, proud and maybe just a bit of a workaholic. The center had grown faster than he had anticipated, but he wasn't complaining. It gave him such a feeling of accomplishment when he could look around and see smiling faces rather than an empty lot.

"Better toss in a couple more, Bobby."

Bobby nodded his acknowledgement, then did as requested. After a minute he brushed his hands on his pants legs and grabbed the hand Pete Russo offered.

"I'll be back next week for some pavers."

"Sounds good. I'll see ya then."

Pete hopped into the driver's seat and drove away.

Bobby smiled. Pete was one of the good ones: a hard-working landscaper who did quality work and was consistent in both purchasing and paying. Bobby had met him a couple of years back, when Pete's former supplier had gone out of business. Pete had taken a chance and been a loyal customer ever since.

Bobby had a lot of loyal customers. Pam, his assistant manager, attributed it to his jovial, and fair, personality. A more humble Bobby credited it to the fact that the next-closest garden center was over a half hour away. Maybe it was a little of both.

Strolling back to the showroom and office, Bobby greeted a few more customers, then stepped into the building's shade. For April it was pretty warm, and while the weather helped business, Bobby was sweating already.

He closed the door to his office and sat at his desk. With a sigh he stared at the stack of applications sitting in front of him. It was time to hire summer workers again. He hated hiring summer workers.

With another sigh, he picked up the first application. Not a very good start. How did this kid manage to sound cocky on a form application? It boggled his mind. He shuffled through a couple more, then put them down in disgust. He would find some decent ones; he always did. But the process always disheartened him.

Bobby had resorted to staring into space when there was a knock on his door. Grateful for the interruption, he smiled and greeted his visitor.

The sun was setting by the time his truck rolled into the cemetery lot, but Bobby didn't let that faze him. It was Wednesday, and he always visited Candace and Julie on Wednesdays. He drove down the pathway and stopped in front of the familiar headstones. A moment later he stood in front of his wife's grave, with the much smaller grave beside it. A tear trickled down his cheek.

"Hello, my angels. It's Wednesday. It was a lovely day, actually. Warm for April, but it's been good for business. Great day for lying in the sun with a good book. Remember, Candy? You used to love curling up on the hammock with the latest bestseller. I can almost see you now. I was always jealous, because I couldn't be curled up with you. What I wouldn't give to see you like that now."

He paused, turning his focus to the other marble stones that spread as far as the eye could see. His vision was limited, as it was getting dark, but he appeared to be alone. Taking a deep breath, he knelt on the soft grass in front of his wife's headstone. If he closed his eyes he could almost pretend she was beside him, that it was her fingers, not the wind, that ran through his hair.

He sat like that for as long as he dared. The cemetery closed at sundown, and he hated being rushed off by an overzealous guard. After a few minutes he stood up, kissed his hand and touched each of the grave markers. Then with a sigh he turned back to his truck.

The house was quiet as always as he pushed open the door. He had thought about leaving a radio on for when he came home, but he decided it would be creepy to hear strange voices calling out to an empty house. So the house remained silent.

Bobby pulled a beer from the fridge and sat at the kitchen table. He should really think about getting something to eat, but he wasn't hungry. Visiting Candace always zapped his appetite, and he didn't have the energy or desire to force himself to eat.

He fingered the placemat resting under his arm. It was a remnant from Candace's days as mistress of the house, and it wasn't the only one. The house was filled with pictures and pillows and accents that had made it their home. Bobby just couldn't bring himself to part with anything, even ten years after her death. He wanted to hold on to any part of her he could.

It would be different if the child had survived, he reasoned. Then he would have a reason to change things around the house. Julie would be ten now. It was hard to picture a ten-year-old girl running around, taking over his life as thoroughly as her mother had. It was amazing how much had changed that fateful day, but even more amazing how much hadn't changed because of it.

Bobby shook his head. Wednesdays were the worst. He always became depressingly philosophical on Wednesdays, as he thought about what could have been. It was time to turn on the TV. Then he could fall asleep on the couch and not have to think about the family he had loved and lost.
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Melanie spent an hour getting ready for dinner with Bryan. She didn't want him to equate the disheveled woman he saw earlier with who she normally was. Though at this point, she had pretty much lost all touch with who she normally was, or at least who she had been for the past several years. Grateful she had packed at least one outfit that wasn't jeans and a t-shirt, she dressed carefully, brushing her slacks with a lint roller, applying her makeup slowly so her shaky hand wouldn't wreak havoc on her face. She combed her hair so it rested in soft curls down her back. Bryan had always liked her hair best when it was loose, framing her shoulders in waves.

She heard the doorbell ring, and she stiffened. The butterflies in her stomach were out in full force, and she felt like she would throw up. Closing her eyes, she swallowed several times, willing herself to take deep breaths and relax. This was Bryan. If he didn't hate her by now, it was unlikely that he would. And he certainly hadn't given any indication that he hated her; Melanie's lips still tingled from his kiss.

Taking a final deep breath, Melanie opened her eyes and walked downstairs. Bryan's eyes met hers as she descended the stairs, and Melanie managed a shaky smile. "Hi."

"Hi," he replied. "You look beautiful."

Melanie's thoughts flitted to the dark eyes she couldn't quite conceal and the gauntness that had invaded her cheeks. But she pushed her insecurities aside to focus on the appreciation she saw in Bryan's eyes. It didn't matter what she thought. It only mattered what this man thought. If he thought she was beautiful, then she would pretend she was.

Dinner was a casual affair: typical American fare at a busy restaurant called Penny's. Flashbacks from high school filled Melanie's mind, reminding her of when she and Bryan would spend every Saturday night here. They had had their first date here, and each year on its anniversary they had shared burgers and milkshakes, gazing adoringly at each other across the table. Their choices were a bit more sophisticated this time around, but the milkshakes were a must as always. Melanie sipped the strawberry concoction and couldn't resist closing her eyes. This must surely be heaven. She could almost pretend the past fifteen years had never happened.

"Good?" Bryan asked, a glimmer of amusement in his eyes as he watched her.

"Exquisite. I can't remember the last time I've enjoyed something this much."

"That was easy."

Melanie opened her eyes and gave a small smile. "I guess it doesn't take much to please me."

"Must not, considering you fell for a jock like me," Bryan joked, the amusement never leaving his eyes.

"Are you kidding? Jocks were the elite. Landing a jock was like landing royalty."

"That explains a lot."

"Does it, now?"

"Yeah. You went out with me as a status symbol."

Any hint of a smile flew from Melanie's face. "I went out with you because you were unlike any guy I had ever met. You were smart and caring, and you liked me for me. I could be myself with you. I didn't have to worry about impressing you. Plus you were sexy to boot," she added with a smile.

"Were?" he responded. "You mean I'm not anymore?"

Melanie laughed softly. "I suppose you still are. For an old man."

Bryan's mouth dropped open in mock indignation. "Old man! Who are you calling an old man? I'm the same age as you!"

"Well, I definitely feel old. Look at these wrinkles!" She pointed to her eyes, which only made Bryan look into them and hold her gaze.

"I don't see wrinkles. All I see is the woman I fell in love with all those years ago, all grown up."

They stared at each other for a while until the waitress brought their plates over. They were quiet as they ate, lost in their thoughts. After a while Melanie put her fork down and wiped her mouth. Sighing, she leaned back and looked at her dinner companion.

"So who are you?" she asked.

"Who am I?" he repeated, surprised.

"Yeah. It has occurred to me that after all this time, my life has changed so much that you wouldn't recognize it. Maybe the same thing has happened with yours. So who are you?"

Bryan rested his fork on the plate and leaned back. "Not all that much has changed in my life. I already told you I own my own construction company now. I'm doing the same kinds of things I did during high school, just a little more complicated, and I get paid more for it. I really enjoy it. It's amazing to go into work each day and see the physical evidence of what you did the day before. Half of the new construction in town over the past five years was done by my crew. It boggles my mind every time I drive around town."

"That's great, Bryan. I know how you always loved working with your hands. I still have the little trinket box you made for me."

"You still have that thing?" Bryan was surprised but pleased.

"Of course I have it. It's where I kept this over the years." Melanie held up the silver band she had tucked into her pocket earlier that evening.

Bryan's eyes widened. "The promise ring. I can't believe you kept it. I would have thought you—" He cut himself off.

"I never forgot, Bryan. And I never stopped caring. I wish I had never left."

Bryan took a deep breath. "I've been thinking a lot, Melanie. Maybe we can start over. This can be our new first date."

Melanie sighed. It was so tempting. He made it so easy. But why was he doing this? "Why, Bryan? Why are you making this so easy on me? Aren't you mad at me?"

Bryan leaned back in the booth and formulated his thoughts. "Of course I'm mad at you. You can't begin to imagine what it was like for me, to return from the army after two years of horror. I went crazy. You should see the walls of the bedroom at my parents' house. It's not a pretty picture. But I didn't like what the anger had done to me. I'm not a violent person, and I didn't want that repeated. It's one of the reasons I started my construction company: to keep my hands busy. 

"I don't know. Part of me is telling me to back away, to have nothing to do with you. That part of me is still hurting over what you did. And I'm tempted to listen to it. It's safer that way, safer to not put my heart on the line again. But then there's another part of me that's just glad you're back, that's thinking maybe we can get our lives back on track. And that part of me just wants to hold you, to pretend nothing happened. I know it's not practical. I know it's probably not the wisest course of action, but I can't help it. My life's been on hold since you left. Is it any wonder I want to get it started again?"

Melanie took a deep breath. "If you're serious about this, then we really will be starting over. We have to learn each other again."

Bryan sighed and thrust his hand across the table, a tentative smile playing on his lips. "Hi, I'm Bryan."

Melanie laughed, grateful for the tension relief. "You know what I meant, Bryan."

Bryan put his hand down. "I know. But I want you to know that I'm serious."

"By being goofy?"

"By doing what I have to to make you smile."

"You've always been good at that."

"It was my favorite pastime. Still is, as a matter of fact."

"Why aren't you married, Bryan?" Melanie asked suddenly.

"Because you didn't come back."

"But why didn't you find somebody else? You're a great catch."

Bryan laughed. "Thanks. I think so, too." His laughter faded. "The truth is, no one could live up to you, Melanie, and I wasn't willing to settle for second best. You're a pretty good catch yourself."

"Not anymore. I've really messed up."

"But the fact that you know you've messed up and actually want to do something about it says a lot about your personality."

"Sure."

"I'm serious. Think how easy it would be to just float along each day, going to work, coming home, sleeping. It takes a lot of courage to break the pattern."

"I don't feel very courageous."

"That's okay."

Melanie shrugged and stared into space for a bit. Bryan broke the silence.

"So what do you do in your other world?"

"Something extremely dull, but it pays the bills."

"That sounds exciting."

"Is it any wonder I wanted to leave?"

"It's about time."

"I know."

"So if we're learning about each other now, tell me about yourself."

"Well, I live in a studio apartment in the Bronx, and every day I hop on the subway and drag myself into Manhattan where I get to work in a high-rise office building. My days consist of stale coffee, complaining customers, and a boss who thinks he's God's gift to women. At the end of each day, I drag myself back to my apartment where I try to make myself something to eat, veg out in front of the TV for a couple of hours, then fall asleep."

"That doesn't sound like much fun, Mel."

"There's the understatement of the year."

"Why didn't you come home earlier?"

"For what? What did I have waiting here for me that was so much better?"

"Your family, friends, me."

"All of whom I had disappointed. All of whom I knew I would disappoint even more when they found out what a failure I had become."

"You're not a failure, Mel. You're just in a rut."

"A rut that's lasted fifteen years? That's one heck of a rut."

Bryan laughed softly. "Okay, so maybe it's more like the Grand Canyon of ruts. You're still young. You have plenty of time to dig yourself out. Find a career you love, get off the hamster wheel you've been living on."

Melanie paused, staring as her fingers shredded a napkin into a tiny pile of scraps. "I'm scared, Bryan," she whispered.

Bryan reached out a hand to cover Melanie's. "I'm scared, too, Mel. How do you think I felt when your mother called me from out of the blue saying you were in town? My stomach jumped into my throat, and I couldn't even respond. I've waited fifteen years for you. I've dated a few people, started my company, bought a condo. To the outside world I've moved on, but I still feel like a 19-year-old kid waiting for the girl he loves to show him she loves him back. Then you show up, and I have no idea what to say or do. I'm scared, too, Mel."

Melanie closed her eyes and rested her forehead on their joined hands.

"Let's take a walk," Bryan suggested. Melanie nodded, then they stood up and paid the bill.

The sun had set, and the air had gotten cool. Bryan and Melanie walked to the elementary school not too far from the restaurant, and they veered their course in the direction of the playground equipment. They sat on neighboring swings and pushed gently off the ground. Melanie felt the breeze blow the hair off her shoulders, and she breathed in the night air. The cool air was invigorating, and she pumped her legs to push herself farther off the ground. Higher and higher, until she felt like she could fly. She hadn't felt so carefree in years. After several moments, she allowed herself to slow down until she was once again rocking gently beside Bryan.

"Feel better?"

Melanie met Bryan's gaze. "A little. It feels good to push myself, to not think about anything else for a while."

"They say physical exertion is great to get your mind off things."

The silence fell again, and they could hear the crickets and occasional owl. It had been a while since Melanie had heard night sounds that didn't include car horns and construction. It was very peaceful to sit on this swing with Bryan by her side, with nothing but the sounds of nature to fill the silence. Melanie's hand reached out for Bryan's, and they sat for a while with their hands joined between the swings.

"It's so surreal," Melanie said after a moment. "I can't believe the past couple of days, being with you, being in Lakeville. Maybe it is possible to go back in time. Too bad you take all the bad memories with you."

Bryan's hand squeezed hers. "We can't take back the old memories, but we can make new ones, and these will be much better."

Melanie sighed. "I think we should head back. It's been a long day, and I'm beat."

"I have a job tomorrow, but we can meet again for dinner if you want."

Melanie turned her head to meet Bryan's gaze. "I want."

He squeezed her hand again. "Then let me take you home. Tomorrow's another day."
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Chapter 5
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Sunshine greeted Bobby the following morning, and he focused on switching gears to business. As long as he kept his mind focused on work, he would be fine. And today, he vowed, he would set up interviews. The sooner he got it over with, the better. Then he could get them trained before the real rush hit. Right now he was getting primarily contractors. Soon, though, the rest of the population would wake up and realize it was time to get their yards in order, too.

That was the part that Bobby liked best: when friends and neighbors came looking for advice. Pam was the one who doled out most of the design tips, but Bobby loved to see the excitement in people's eyes. It made him feel like he was helping people, like his business was making a difference in the lives of others. He had always loved helping people.

With this mental pep talk completed, Bobby dragged himself off the couch and into the shower. His public awaited.

It was a relatively uneventful day. The morning started out well, but a persistent drizzle began mid-afternoon that pushed customers away. He had just reluctantly sat at his desk to go over applications when Pam knocked on his door.

"Hey, Bobby. Got a minute?"

"Sure." Bobby slid the stack of applications to one side. "What can I do for you?"

"I wanted to let you know I'm taking a vacation this year."

"Okay. Where you going?"

"Florida."

"That'll be nice. Visiting your daughter?"

"Yeah. Actually, my oldest granddaughter is getting married."

"Wow. She's old enough for that already?"

Pam smiled. "Hard to believe, huh? I remember when she was born. But anyway, yes. She's old enough."

"When is it?"

"End of June."

"Summer, Pam?"

"I know, I know. Our busy time. But she's getting married, Bobby. It's not like I had a choice in the timing."

"Of course not. Just write the exact dates on the calendar, and I'll figure something out."

"Thanks, Bobby."

Pam left the office, and Bobby sighed. He would have to get some great workers this time around. Having Pam gone for a couple of weeks during June would definitely hurt. But what could he do? Pam barely saw her family as it was, and a wedding was hardly negotiable.

Bobby leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. He could remember the time leading up to his own wedding. Though Candace had taken over most of the details, he was busy being nervous. It wasn't that he was unsure of Candace. He had never doubted they were meant to be together. It was his anxiety over having a wife to take care of. He had been raised believing the man was the breadwinner in the family, and at the time he was working at a rinky-dink store as a cashier. It was then that he decided to look for a job in an office. It didn't matter where he worked, as long as he was bringing in enough money to support Candy. And once that job was secured, he could relax, at least somewhat. They had had their share of money woes, but they had done just fine. He had loved being married, having someone to come home to. It didn't matter that he had started disliking his job. All that mattered was coming home to Candace at the end of the day and knowing that she was happy. Those were the good days, and he would cherish them forever.

With a sigh Bobby turned his attention back to the applications. He had to focus on business. It wasn't the time nor the place to dwell on the past.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6


[image: ]




Winnie the Pooh greeted Melanie again the next morning, but this time from the safety of her arms. She had slept with her arms curled around him, his softness bringing comfort that had been eluding her. She gave him a good morning kiss on the head and then dressed quickly before going downstairs in search of breakfast. The house was quiet, but there was an apologetic note from her mother explaining that she had a charity function to attend and promising a lunch in town, just the two of them. Melanie found a box of cereal, then grabbed the bottle of milk from the fridge. Her stomach was growling, and she found herself remembering the milkshake from the previous night and her dinner with Bryan.

She didn't know what to think, how to feel. She could see how Bryan could be divided over what to do. She was divided herself. It was so easy to slip into their old habits, even after fifteen years. And he had been the reason she came back, hadn't he? Maybe fate was telling her it was okay. Too bad he had to work today. What would she do all day?

Melanie grabbed the newspaper from the kitchen table, took a seat and opened the paper to the local news. As she munched on her cereal, she flipped through the pages. People, places, events, all were foreign to her. She had been gone so long she hardly recognized her hometown. Maybe that would be her project for the day: reacquaint herself with Lakeville. She didn't know why, but she suddenly wanted to feel the familiarity she used to. Maybe she just wanted to feel comfortable somewhere, since she so obviously wasn't comfortable back in New York. She meant what she had said to Bryan: she needed a change. She didn't know if returning home was the change she needed, but something had to click. The previous night had been the first time she had felt at ease in such a long time. Being with Bryan had brought back a rush of memories, most of them pleasant, of her childhood and growing up. Looking back, she could see how good a job her parents had done raising her, and she couldn't really fault them with how she had turned out. Growing up in Lakeville had been as close to idyllic as one was likely to get in the real world. Of course, she hadn't known it at the time. She had been anxious to grow up, get older, so she could start her life without her parents. Now here she was hurrying home when life on her own turned out to be more than she could handle. She was a mess.

Melanie felt tears welling in her eyes. "No," she said softly. "I'm going to turn things around, take charge of my life." She put her head in her hands. She was tired of feeling this way. With purpose, she finished the last of her cereal, pushed back her chair and stood up. Putting the bowl in the sink, she grabbed her purse off the kitchen counter and left the house.

The walk was quiet, peaceful, with only the occasional car passing by. At the very least, she had always loved the location of her parents' house: quiet street, near the center of town. They were close to everything, but far enough away for it to feel separate. It was the perfect place to raise a family. It was certainly the place she had always pictured raising her family in.

There was the corner shop, where you could grab milk and eggs on the way home from work, the post office where the clerks would greet you by name, and the pharmacy where they would have prescriptions waiting for you, without you even having to ask. It was a small town, but not so tiny that it felt stifling. And it was close enough to big towns and cities that if you ever felt claustrophobic, all you had to do was hop on a bus for a night on the town.
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